Humans locked down, nature unlocked
2020 was a difficult year. The coronavirus outbreak claimed many lives, wreaked havoc on our
economies and societies, and forced millions of people worldwide into lockdown.
For many, this prolonged period of isolation has provided a moment of reckoning: our relationship with
the natural world needs to change. We need to manage our forests more sustainably, protect and
conserve biodiversity and natural habitats, and restore our degraded ecosystems. And we need to act
fast.
To inspire visions of a more sustainable future and to mark World Environment Day, the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) launched a global photography contest “Humans locked
down, nature unlocked” on 6 June 2020, inviting people to share their best photographs of nature taken
during the lockdown.
Over 3000 photographs were submitted to this contest, from nearly every corner of the world. This
exhibition features 13 of the most striking photographs received, capturing some of the most telling
aspects of the lockdown experience. Some images show how sights of nature provided comfort for
many during this difficult period. Other images show animals re-appropriating their natural habitats too
often shared with humans. Finally, some images show sights of animals occupying and exploring
‘human’ spaces, demonstrating how blurred the boundaries between man-made and natural spaces often
are. These photographs aim to inspire a deeper reflection on the relationship between humans and
natural ecosystems and a call for action in the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration.
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Photo credit: Evelina Rioukhina
Switzerland
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Ruling the immensity
Like never before, humans stop to listen to the birds, attentive to their flight. A confined society envious
of free wildlife and more aware of its fragile existence.
Photo credit: Nicolas Escobar Parra
Switzerland
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Reclaiming their lands…
Bison once thundered across the North American plains by the millions. Now, their population is
low, their lands are dominated by human activities, and their ancient trails became modern roads
clogged by traffic. When I took this picture, I thought - we have occupied their spaces, and now
when people are in lockdown – bison are trying to reclaim their lands, and once again become
guardians of America’s grasslands.
Photo credit: Helen McLain
United States of America

#4

Meaning and purpose
I captured this photograph at Pantai Kelanang Beach, Selangor, Malaysia a few months ago. At the
time when people were still discussing the effectiveness of face masks, this long-tailed macaque was
attempting to wear one.
Photo credit: Norarsikin Maakim
Malaysia

#5

Peering at over deserted city
Northern Plain langur silently observe the loud calls of the alpha male from the nearby building during
morning hours of lockdown. The troop uses the green terrace sheet for hiding, while cubs use it for
swinging and hammock.
Photo credit: Anuj Raina
India
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Precious
At one moment during lockdown, time appeared to stand still. I made a wish – one that would involve
a magical solution to my problems. Although I know such a thing does not exist, I was able to find some
magic in my back yard.
Photo credit: Sandra Stoic
Croatia
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A new chief in town
During the height of social distancing restrictions in Hong Kong, I went for a hike to Victoria Peak,
one of Hong Kong's most popular tourist attractions, which is usually bustling with tourists from all
over the world. But on that day, with no tourists in sight and most shops closed, we were greeted with
an unusual sight: a wild boar skimming calmly through the trash, while we and the few other people
there watched the new visitor with curiosity and some disbelief.
Photo credit: Julia Ferraz
Hong Kong
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A fierce leopard
I took different shots until the leopard turned its daring eyes and looked at me. This made me think of
the courage we would all need to get through the COVID-19 pandemic.
Photo credit: Prakhar Saxena
India
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Stagnation
The first thought I had when I made this photograph is how well it captures this year, since the
outbreak of the pandemic. Everything is moving so slowly, yet the beauty of our natural world is
permanent.
Photo credit: Rimvydas Alsauskas
Lithuania
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A moment of tenderness
During lockdown, while standing in the balcony, I observed this brown-headed barbet pair preparing
laboriously a site for nesting. Here in the picture, you can see a moment of tenderness in between those
rounds in and out of the nest.
Photo credit: Anuj Jain
India
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Magical moments
Following the end of the lockdown, I decided to visit “Tapada de Mafra”, a Portuguese national
park also known as the “Enchanted Forest”, where animals can roam freely. The animals probably
got used to having no visitors and were not hiding, as they normally do. I felt the urge to seize this
magical moment – so I grabbed my camera.
Photo credit: Beatriz Pinho
Portugal

#12

Table for three
Sometimes when the borders are closed, even a small garden may become the whole world. I took
this photo in the middle of the lockdown as I was so impressed by the scene. It made me think that
this pandemic separates people, but Nature remains united in all its diversity.
Photo credit: Mayya Pryakhina
the Russian Federation
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Free birds
I made a quick trip to the mountains during one of the last snowfalls this year. Waking up to a beautiful
morning, I noticed a dash of colour as a party of crimson rosellas gathered on a fence for their feed.
As the birds chirped and called out to more of their feathered friends, I was fascinated by how free they
were. In the times of COVID-19, we humans are yearning for something our wildlife never missed.
Photo credit: Nikhat Fatima
Australia

